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Three destructive hurricanes in only one month––added to seasonal storms––claimed dozens of
lives and caused massive destruction of crops, houses, and road infrastructure in island nations
throughout the Caribbean
The frequency of the powerful weather events––either Category 5 or Category 4 hurricanes, the top
magnitude on the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Wind Scale––is puzzling and worrying experts and
authorities.
The first storm in the series was Irma, which rammed with Category 5 winds into the region on a
destructive trail leading from its origin in the Atlantic Ocean to the southeastern US.
Lasting from Aug. 30 to Sept. 12, Irma was nearly simultaneous with Category 4 José, which followed
part of Irma’s trail from Sept. 5 to Sept. 18. Initially, it appeared that José was also headed to Florida,
but it eventually veered northeast and moved farther into the ocean.
With José still whirling, María became the new threat to the islands as an unusually powerful
Category 5.
All three storms entered the Caribbean from the east, initially hitting islands in the Lesser Antilles
and then following a general westerly direction toward Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Haiti,
and Cuba. The storms then turned north, either to pound Florida and the Bahamas or to spin off into
the Atlantic Ocean.
In the five-level Saffir-Simpson scale, hurricanes in the first two categories are labeled “dangerous,”
but those reaching Categories 3, 4 or 5 are classified as “major,” capable of “devastating” or
“catastrophic” damage.
According to the scale, Category 1 has “very dangerous winds” in the 119-153 km/h range that “will
produce some damage,” while Category 2 moves with 154-177 km/h, “extremely dangerous winds”
that “will cause extensive damage.” The third level’s 178-208 km/h winds mean that “devastating
damage will occur,” and in the case of Category 4 (209-251 km/h winds) and Category 5 (252 km/h or
higher) “catastrophic damage will occur.”

A destructive season
Hurricanes, which form mostly during the April-November season, are nothing new to the
Caribbean region (NotiCen, July 23, 2015, Nov. 10, 2016, Nov. 17, 2016). But last month’s storms were
particularly powerful and came in rapid succession, causing major damage in the islands along their
path.
Irma was especially destructive in Barbuda, half of the twin-island nation of Antigua and Barbuda.
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“Barbuda right now is literally a rubble,” Prime Minister Gaston Browne told reporters after touring
the island. He described it as “barely habitable.”
Immediately after Irma and José––which was not as destructive––Hurricane María appeared along a
similar path, turning Dominica and Puerto Rico into two of its most viciously battered victims.
Dominica’s Prime Minister Roosevelt Skerrit wrote in his Facebook page that the storm’s effect “is
devastating … mind boggling,” adding, “We will need help of all kinds.”
In the US Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, the mega-storm caused general flooding, destroyed
houses––in some neighborhoods up to 80%––and left most of the population for days, possibly
weeks, without electricity.
“We have not experienced an event of this magnitude in our modern history,” the island’s
governor, Ricardo Roselló, told reporters. His spokesperson, Carlos Mercader, called the situation
“total devastation,” adding, “Puerto Rico, in terms of the infrastructure, will not be the same. This is
something of historic proportions.”

Haiti battered by floods and high winds
Haiti, the poorest nation in the Americas, was spared a direct hit by Irma’s core, but its lack of
resources has made recovery from Irma’s rain and powerful winds an uphill task. Less than a
year after Hurricane Matthew ripped through Haiti’s southwestern sector as a Category 4––which
devastated the area and claimed over 500 lives––Irma’s force destroyed crops and infrastructure
along the country’s north coast.
As Irma was beginning to make its way into the Caribbean, fully pounding other small island
countries, Haiti was bracing itself. On Sept. 6, Laura Sewell, the assistant country director for the
Geneva based relief organization CARE Haiti, told the Canadian daily NationalPost that the country
was less able than other nations in the region to cope with the aftermath of a major storm.
“The level of poverty in Haiti is not even comparable to some of the other countries,” she said.
“There’s sort of a chronic level of vulnerability.”
Haiti lacks the infrastructure to face emergencies such as weather or other violent natural events,
while other countries in the region have transportation services for evacuating victims, or shelters
for those left homeless, Sewell said.
“Here, we don’t have those kinds of things,” she warned. “People are evacuated into little tiny
schools with tin roofs and whatever building that is available that seems safe.”
In addition to Irma, José, and María, Hurricane Harvey, a Category 4 storm, dealt a heavy blow
especially to Louisiana and Texas in the second half of August. In the neighboring Gulf of Mexico,
Katia, a Category 2 storm, made landfall in the southeastern Mexican coast in early September.
Katia also preceded magnitude 8.2 and 7.1 earthquakes on Sept. 7 in southern Mexico and Sept. 19 in
Mexico City, causing major damage and claiming hundreds of lives (SourceMex, Sept. 13, 2017, and
Sept. 27, 2017).
The frequency and duration of those five storms, plus the devastating power of four of them, are the
focus of attention for climate experts, most of whom point to a link between climate change and the
increasing occurrence and force of such weather events.
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In statements broadcast on Sept. 19 by the US television company CNN, several meteorologists
pointed out the connection.
“Are Irma and Harvey affected by climate change?” asked the network’s senior meteorologist,
Brandon Miller. “Absolutely. Everything in the atmosphere now is impacted by the fact that it is
warmer than it has ever been. There’s more water vapor in the atmosphere. The ocean is warmer.
And all of that really only pushes the impact in one direction, and that is, worse: higher surge in
storms, higher rainfall in storms.”
Sean Sublette, an expert with the non-profit Climate Central, which studies climate change, said,
“Climate change makes these very bad storms worse … and in the case of a really bad storm, climate
change can make it totally disastrous or catastrophic.”
And Texas Tech University’s Climate Science Center Director Katharine Hayhoe warned, “You can
say, ‘I don't believe in climate change,’ but the planet is warming, humans are responsible, and the
risks are becoming increasingly serious and even dangerous.”
And as Hurricane Irma was about to hit Florida, Miami Mayor Tomás Regalado appeared to have no
doubts.
“If this isn't climate change,” he said, “I don't know what is.”

-- End --
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